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This article begins to consider the factors that promote the formation of a positive 
working relationships (PWR) between practitioner and probationer.  The results 
from a pilot study are used to review the importance of “assist, advice and 
befriend” and “confront, challenge and change” within current practitioner-
offender relationships.  Through collaborative design, five probationers 
completed visual narratives to explore significant PWR’s with criminal justice 
professionals and 36 probation staff completed a questionnaire to examine their 
beliefs around PWR’s with probationers.  The results highlight the benefit of 
demonstrating a genuine belief in probationers’ capacity to change and are 
discussed in light of the literature.   
Keywords: positive working relationship, probationers, visual narratives, collaborative 
approach, probation. 
Introduction 
A positive working relationship (PWR) between probation practitioner and probationer 
has been considered a vital ingredient within correctional work and it’s importance has 
 
 
recently re-emerged through the growing interest of probationer engagement 
initiatives. NOMS (2010) has recently reiterated the importance of a PWR between 
practitioner and probationer stating; “…the relationship between offender and 
practitioner can be a powerful vehicle for changing behaviour and reducing re-offending” 
(NOMS, 2010.)  Whilst the staff-probationer relationship has been recognised as an 
important aspect of offender rehabilitation, little is known about the processes 
underlying this relationship and what factors matter to the probationer.    
 This article reiterates the importance of “the relationship” within correctional work by 
reviewing the findings from a pilot study carried out to explore significant relationships 
with Criminal Justice (CJ) professionals and identifying those individuals that 
successfully developed meaningful relationships with probationers.  By doing this, it 
hopes to shed some light on what attributes of CJ professionals were of significance by 
considering “what works” in assisting probationers to make positive changes in their 
life.  Further to this, probation practitioners were asked to explore their beliefs around 
PWR’s in order to gain a different perspective on the issue and begin to explore how 
these views may differ from that of the probationer.   
This article will begin by reviewing what is meant by a PWR and go on to review the 
aims of probation in relation to the practitioner-probationer relationship.  The findings 
from a pilot study will be discussed in light of these aims with the objective of exploring 
the future direction of probation in respect to working relationships.   
A collaborative approach was embraced throughout the pilot study, considering the 
participants as “experts” (Atkinson, 1998) and providing a number of opportunities for 
both probation staff and probationers to discuss the research in light of their 
experiences.  This embraced an emancipatory approach that was described by Robson 
 
 
(2002) which focuses upon the experiences of the participants, where the researcher 
and participant were considered as equals within the research.  I adopted this approach 
with the hope to gain insight from the life stories of probationers as well as the 
perceptions of probation staff.  Further to this I wanted to highlight the importance of 
the probationer’s “voice” within research and this approach would create a robust piece 
of research that was evaluated by many in order to uphold greater integrity and 
credibility.   
I worked collaboratively with an ex-probationer to inform the research at every stage 
from design to data analysis.  This involved designing and reviewing the visuals for the 
narrative interviews, discussing how the research techniques could be made accessible 
to the samples and exploring the data together to verify my interpretations of the 
interviews.  Also, the findings from the visual narrative interviews informed the 
questionnaire design that was administered to probation staff by exploring some of the 
themes that transpired from the interviews and a post-interview questionnaire was 
given to probationers to explore the data in greater depth.  It would seem logical to 
adopt this approach due to the topic in question and upon reflection, this was invaluable 
to the outcomes of the research and methods that were developed.   
The Working Relationship 
PWR’s have been defined using various terms including a “therapeutic relationship” 
(Lambert and Barley, 2001) and a “working alliance” (Bordin, 1979).  Elvins and Greena 
(2008) considered a therapeutic alliance to be the extent to which a client and therapist 
work together and this aspect of collaboration remains a significant facet to a PWR 
when working with probationers.  Within the field of psychotherapy, the positive 
relationship between therapist and client has consistently predicted positive treatment 
 
 
outcomes (Martin, Garske and Davis, 2000; Stewart and Picheca, 2001) though from 
reviewing the literature in relations to criminal justice, three themes are prominent.   
Firstly; Elvins and Greena (2008) identified that a therapeutic alliance can take place 
between any two individuals. Secondly; from Ilgen, McKellar, Moos and Finney’s (2006) 
work; a PWR may gain greater relevance when working with those that exhibit low 
levels of motivation.  And thirdly, a therapeutic alliance with the offending population is 
a key factor contributing to positive change (Rossa, Polascheka & Ward, 2008; Rex, 
1999; Dowden & Andrews, 2004).   
The aims of probation have evolved over the last century, focusing originally upon the 
trinity of “assist, advise and befriend” and later moving towards that of “confront, 
challenge and change” (Barry, 2007.)  The rise of manageralism and political shift to 
punishment and control considerably altered the role of the probation officer from 
social worker to offender manager (OM).  As a result of this, the emphasis on a PWR was 
shifted from offender management to interventions following the “what works” 
initiative that focused upon risk, need and responsivitiy (Bonta & Andrews, 2007).  The 
concept of building and forming a relationship with a probationer was consequentially 
assigned to the role of partnership interventions and programmes, leaving the offender 
manager to coordinate sentence plans and carry out enforcement in the event of non-
compliance.  As a result of this, probation officers were required to adopt new skills and 
knowledge that led to several consequences for the practitioner.  For example, Partridge 
(2004) described how the probation officer experienced lower levels of job satisfaction 
and believed they had been de-skilled, as they were required to rely upon explicit 
knowledge grounded in the “what works” principles rather than tacit knowledge 
(Newman and Nutley, 2003).    
 
 
In light of the political shift towards “confront, challenge and change”, Barry (2000) 
argued the staff-probationer relationship was threatened and called for staff to listen 
effectively to those that they work with.  However, as demands increase and staffing 
levels reduce due to financial constraints, probation staff will be challenged in 
developing PWR’s with those they work with to encourage change and reduce the 
likelihood of re-offending.  Probation staff are spending a significant amount of time 
carrying out tasks that distract them away from this aspect of their role and it has been 
highlighted by Gregory (2010) that high caseloads undermines the working relationship 
that probation staff can have with a probationer.   
In the early 2000’s, the theories relating to desistance (Maruna, 2000) and the good 
lives model (Ward, 2002) contributed to the re-emergence of the working relationship 
between practitioner and offender.  Bourgon, Gutierrez and Ashton (2011) encouraged 
the need for a more active and direct interaction, whereupon staff should act as a 
“change agent” by taking on a more therapeutic role within their work.  Clark (2005) 
promoted this concept of the probation officer becoming a more therapeutic player and 
suggested the need for therapeutic abilities to be considered at the point of recruitment.  
Most significantly, the findings from Dowden and Andrews’ (2004) meta-analysis 
encouraged the practitioners to focus more upon the working relationship through the 
components of “core correctional practice” which emphasised the importance of forming 
and sustaining a PWR through a warm, genuine and respectful interaction with the 
offender.   
This latter interest in PWR’s led to the establishment of the Offender Engagement 
Programme within the National Offender Management Service (NOMS) in 2010 that 
stated “the one to one relationship between offender and supervisor can be a powerful 
 
 
vehicle for change to reduce reoffending” (Copsey, 2011).  In light of the relaxation of 
National Standards, probation staff have been encouraged to draw upon the desistance 
research and focus upon “meaningful engagement” (NOMS, 2011), reinforcing the need 
for pro-social modelling and relationship building specifically. In the future, the piloted 
initiatives in Professional Judgement and Skills for Effective Engagement and 
Development (SEEDS) offer new challenges for probation staff with respect to the 
acquisition and use of knowledge and skills in practice and emphasis on reflective 
practice.   
This article argues that irrespective of the aims of probation, there is a necessity for 
practitioners to encourage mutual respect and honesty with those they work with, as 
well as demonstrating a genuine belief in the probationers’ ability to change.   If 
collaborative working is present within a practitioner-probationer relationship, then 
promoting self-confrontation, as described by Miller and Rollnick (2002), is an effective 
way to challenge negative behaviour and encourage change.  This approach is supported 
by the work of Chui (2003) who suggested that a working relationship must include the 
concepts of friendliness, though be balanced with honesty and direct confrontation 
around offending behaviour.   
Research Aims 
This article hopes to explore “the relationship” from a frontline perspective, drawing on 
the views and experiences of both probationers and probation practitioners.  The 
overall aim of the pilot study was to explore what promotes the formation of a PWR 
between practitioner and probationer in light of the aims of probation.  A further 
objective was to explore the importance of staff characteristics when working with 
probationers with the hope to encourage probation staff that there are numerous 
 
 
benefits of taking the time in developing PWR’s with their probationers.  The pilot study 
was the initial step within a broader research agenda that ultimately aims to investigate 
factors that both promote and inhibit a PWR from forming and begin to explore the 
processes that lie behind this formation.  The rationale of this research is to uncover 
how probation staff can effectively build a PWR with probationers and safeguard it 
when this relationship is threatened.    
Methodology  
The research methodology adopted a mixed methods approach using visual narratives 
to explore past working relationships experienced by probationers and a questionnaire 
to capture the beliefs of probation staff.  The sample was purposive in nature, drawing 
upon five probationers that had demonstrated a strong motivation to move away from 
crime and who had over ten years ”experience” of the CJ Service.  The participants were 
all male, from a range of ethnic origins and had committed a spectrum of offences 
including; theft, drink driving, violence, drug offences and fraud/deception.  It should be 
noted that the probationers were previously known to the researcher and were 
approached individually to partake in the research after their completion on the 
Thinking Skills Programme.  From an ethical perspective, the recruitment may have led 
to both a bias in the responses made by probationers and role conflict for myself.  To 
minimise these risks, I made these issues clear to all participants through informed 
consent and clarified my role as a researcher prior to the interviews commencing.   
A narrative methodology was chosen in light of Atkinson’s (1998) comments of 
increasing our knowledge of the world through the telling of a story.  Also, Maruna 
(2000) highlighted the benefits of using a narrative structure with offenders to develop 
self-identity and gain a greater understanding of the past.  A number of visual 
 
 
techniques were explored to inform the design (e.g. Tagg, 1985; Young and Tardif, 1988, 
Labov and Waletzky, 1997) and mind maps were adopted following Reason’s (2010) 
research, with the aim of creating an accessible and responsive visual experience.  From 
my work as a programme facilitator, I valued an interactive technique that was 
engaging, motivational and thought-provoking, so formulated a design collaboratively 
that could achieve this.  I wanted the probationers to interact with the visual aids during 
the interview and take ownership of the interview.  In order to achieve this I worked 
with both probation staff and an ex-probationer to design the visual and used their 
feedback to refine the visuals so that they were simple and easy to understand.  The 
reason for taking this approach was to ensure that the probationers fully engaged in the 
research and enjoyed taking part in it, gaining insights into their relationships as well as 
discussing these experiences with me.    
During the interviews, probationers were asked to broadly identify “chapters” within 
their lives and plot them on a timeline.  They were then asked to consider times in their 
lives where positive change took place and describe the three most significant CJ 
professionals who effectively encouraged these changes.  The positive characteristics of 
the CJ staff were elicited on three separate mind maps that were linked back to the 
timeline, to establish where the relationships began.  These characteristics were 
collated from the narrative interviews and a literature review was carried out to inform 
the questionnaire phase of the study.   
Probation staff were then given the ten most cited characteristics associated with a 
“therapeutic relationship” or “alliance”, from forty-six studies and the narrative 
interviews and were asked to rank these from least to most important.  For the 
questionnaire, the sample consisted of sixteen staff from Offender Management (OM) 
 
 
and twenty programme staff within my local Trust.  A short one-page questionnaire was 
used to capture staff perceptions of PWR’s within practice.  I wanted the questionnaire 
to be short due to the time pressures of probation practitioners and to feature both 
qualitative and quantitative responses to engage the participants.   Due to the flexibility 
of questionnaire design, both open and closed questions were used and staff were asked 
details about their role within the organisation and length of service.  Staff were asked 
to describe a PWR and rate on a Likert scale (1-5) how important they considered a 
PWR was when considering positive change in probationers and how essential they 
believed it to be within their own work.  The questionnaire was evaluated by four 
probation practitioners from different operational levels and their feedback informed 
the design in relation to both wording and content.  I felt this enabled me to iron out any 
ambiguities or problems prior to the main phase of data collection.  
Findings and Discussion 
The practitioner-probationer relationship will be discussed using the qualitative data as 
a means to explore the characteristics and the quantitative data to adopt a more 
explanatory role of these characteristics.  Based on the small sample sizes within the 
pilot study the data is limited in relation to levels of generalisability, making the 
findings from the study tentative in nature. 
The practitioner-probationer relationship 
Both OM’s and programmes staff viewed a PWR similarly, focusing upon a collaborative 
relationship that is based upon mutual respect and honesty.   The following comments 
are from an OM and programme staff member when asked to define a PWR. They stated 
a PWR is:  
 
 
Offender manager:  A relationship which is supportive, where there is mutual respect and 
honesty, whilst at the same time, clear boundaries are in place. (OM)  
Programmes staff member: A relationship that has respect with it.  A relationship that has 
understanding.  A relationship that can be sustained and grow.  A 
relationship that enables.  
The concept of mutual respect and honesty were not only considered of importance by 
probation staff, but were characteristics that were discussed by the narrators.  Here are 
two excerpts from the narrative interviews regarding the CJ staff in their lives who 
played a significant role. 
Probationer 1: He was always fair, direct, told me how it was, how it is…he didn’t mince his 
words.  He wasn’t aggressive and that is what he honestly believed.  
 
Probationer 5: She started to trust in me, she started to believe in me and listen…she was 
so supportive…she showed me how to change…everything…the main thing 
there is that she listened to me. 
When exploring the narrative data in light of the aims of probation, thirteen of the CJ 
figures were described with characteristics that could related to “assist, advise and 
befriend” (e.g. “caring”, “a friend”, “helpful”, “gave advice”) whilst nine possessed 
attributes that could be related to “confront, challenge and change” (e.g. “direct”, 
“challenged me”, “got that “too the point attitude.””)  Finally, when considering both aims 
in conjunction with the data, eight possessed characteristics which could be described 
with both.   
 
 
A further characteristic that featured within the narrative interviews was the concept of 
possessing a genuine belief in the probationer and their ability to change.  For example, 
phrases from the narratives included: “he gave me hope,” “he preserved,” “she believed in 
me” and “she gave me self-belief.”  From the staff questionnaires, “giving advice” and 
“being direct” were considered as least important by the probation staff sample, though 
were stated frequently within the probationer sample when considering the PWR’s that 
had been most significant in their lives.  This supports the work of Chui (2003) who 
highlighted the need to combine friendliness with direct and honest confrontation.  In 
order to effectively confront negative behaviours, honesty and respect are the corner 
stones of an effective PWR and these were present in those CJ individuals who were 
seen to have “worked” for the probationers.  These findings also support those of Rex 
(1999), who found that probationers perceived the giving of advice as indicative of 
demonstrating concern for their wellbeing.  This would suggest that the concepts of 
assistance and giving advice are still important values within probation, as they could 
be a mechanism by which belief can be communicated.   
 
The findings would provisionally infer that both “assist, advise and befriend” and 
“confront, challenge and change” are beneficial, though it is argued that these cannot be 
effective without the presence of mutual respect and honesty.  These were frequently 
stated characteristics within both samples and if present between practitioner and 
probationer, it is argued the probationer is more likely to be open to advice and 
assistance, as well as be more willing to listen to the challenges made regarding their 
negative behaviour.  Enabling probationers to confront their own behaviour requires 
listening skills and respectful questioning as well as patience and persistence, all of 
which complement the theories underpinning motivational interviewing and the 
 
 
concept of self-confrontation.   This also supports the work of Rex (1999) that 
highlighted the importance of a collaborative approach and commitment demonstrated 
by the practitioner to the probationer.  It suggests that to “give advice” is an important 
feature of the PWR and this may be connected to how “giving advice” may indicate 
genuine concern, a trait that was elicited consistently during the narratives.   
From drawing upon the quantitative data regarding the importance of specific 
characteristics (see Fig. 1), it was noted that when examining the mean scores from staff 
in programmes and offender management, programme staff viewed “empathy” and 
“warmth” and “respect” as more important  compared to staff in offender management 
whilst offender management staff considered the characteristics of “giving advice,” 
“honesty” and “flexibility” to be a greater significance in comparison to programme staff.  
Unfortunately due to the small sample size it was not viable to carry out statistical 
analysis on the data though the scores seem to reflect the differences between the two 
roles within probation work; programme staff focusing upon the core Rogerian 
attributes within their work and staff from offender management highlighting the 
importance of characteristics such as “honesty”, that are congruent to their role in 
relation to aspects of risk management.     
Characteristics Programme Staff 
(Mean Scores, N=15) 
Offender Management 
(Mean Scores, N=16) 
Empathy 7.4 5.7 
Supportive 6.6 6.6 
Interest 5.5 5.8 
Flexibility 3.7 4.7 
Understanding 5.8 6.2 
Honesty 6.7 7.9 
Being Direct 3.4 4.0 
Giving Advice 2.3 4.4 
Respectful 8.0 6.7 




Fig. 1. The mean scores relating to the importance of each characteristic (10=most 
important, 1=least important) when comparing programme staff (N=15) and staff from offender 
management (N=16).   
  
When staff were considered as a whole (N =31), the mean scores for the characteristics 
of “honesty” and being “respectful” were rated as most importance, though “giving 
advice” and “being direct” were rated as least important by the probation staff sample 
(See Fig. 2).   
Honesty 7.29 
Respectful  7.26 
Supportive  6.58 
Empathy   6.53 
Understanding  6.00 
Interest   5.65 
Flexibility   4.23 
Being direct   3.71 
Giving advice   3.39 
 
Fig 2: The mean scores of each characteristic in order of perceived importance by probation staff 
(from most to least important (10=most important, 1=least important , N=31) 
 
When considering these findings in light of the aims of probation, it would suggest that 
to give advice and be direct does not appear to be of highest priority for probation staff, 
though it was recognised as significant by the probationer sample.   It would be helpful 
in the future to investigate why probation staff consider “giving advice” and “being 
 
 
direct” to be less importance and how the political agenda has impacted upon this shift.  
It is particularly interesting that these were the two characteristics that were 
considered to “work” by probationers within the narratives.  It may be the case that by 
creating an honest and respectful relationship between practitioner and probationer, 
the ability to give advice and be direct becomes circumstantial.  Alternatively, how 
probation staff perceive “giving advice” and “being direct” may differ to how it is 
perceived by probationers, possibly with the connotation that “giving advice” could be 
considered “too soft” and “being direct”, “too hard”.   Further work investigating the 
interaction of characteristics that are relevant to a PWR would be helpful in gaining a 
greater understanding of what mechanisms lie behind the formation of a PWR.  The 
small sample size for the visual narratives limits the level of certainty regarding such 
claims, though it would appear that similar themes have been highlighted within the 
literature.    
A simple bivariate correlation was also carried out to explore how length of service 
interacted with the staff scores relating to; a) how much of a priority forming a PWR 
was perceived to be and; b) how important a PWR is in contributing to positive change 
in probationers.  It was found that overall, as length of service increased, the less of a 
priority staff perceived a PWR was within their work (r(n=35)=-.424, p<=0.05) and the 
less important they believed it to be in relation to probationers making positive changes 
in their lives (r(n=35)=-.336, p<0.05).  It may be the case that due to the increasing 
caseload and limitations in respect to having time to develop PWR’s, long serving staff 
may not perceive “change” in the same way that they once did under the social care 
model where they had flexibility, time and embraced the holistic approach.  Under the 
social care model it may have made “change” more obvious compared to the offender 
 
 
management model that is now integrated within correctional work as probation staff 
were absorbed into every aspect of the probationer’s life.  On the other hand, new 
recruits essentially know no difference to the managerial environment in which they 
entered into having no point of comparison to draw from.  When discussing this finding 
with an ex-probationer he stated that cynicism may contribute to this correlation, 
though without further exploration it is difficult to draw any firm conclusions.  Further 
work to examine this tentative finding would be beneficial in the future to explore the 
reasons behind it and reveal whether our faith does indeed reduce, we compare the old 
with the new or even move from idealist to realist.  
Finally, when a probationer from the narrative interviews was asked through a post- 
interview questionnaire how much of an impact PWR’s with CJ staff had had on his life, 
he commented: 
Probationer 1: A massive impact in my life, as it was the first time in my life that I 
managed to stay clean for two years and four months.  (It was the) first time anyone put 
their trust in me and gave me a chance to express my assets.  
Again, this highlights not only the importance of probation staff possessing a belief in 
their probationers, but demonstrates the need to actively communicate this to 
probationers.  By integrating relationship skills and the theories that underpin the 
working relationship within initial training as well as creating opportunities for existing 
staff to develop their skills through reflective practice, staff may be less inclined to 
reduce their faith in the relationship between practitioner and probationer.   
The benefits of re-centralising the PWR within correctional work will encourage staff to 
invest the time in developing PWR’s, providing them with ways they can effectively use 
 
 
the limited time they have to create a climate for change.   As Ansbro (2008) argued, 
time developing a rapport and building a PWR with an offender is an intervention in 
itself and “time well spent.”  This time will not only increase the likelihood of positive 
change in the individual, but have an impact on their levels of motivation and 
compliance.  
Conclusion  
To conclude, the findings from this pilot study reiterated the importance of a PWR 
between practitioner and probationer.  The emerging findings suggest that a 
combination of “assist, advise, and befriend” and “confront, challenge and change” may be 
more effective when working with probationers to encourage positive changes and 
address offending behaviour.  From the pilot study, it was emphasised that the 
attributes of honesty and respect were particularly significant for both probationers 
and probation staff.  Further to this, the results highlighted the need for practitioners to 
not simply possess a genuine belief in the probationer and their ability to change, but to 
demonstrate this actively within their work.  It is hoped that further exploration in this 
area through my doctoral work will strengthen these findings and continue to 
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